ry insistence that they close their Palm Pilots and rely on their brains instead of Epocrates. Ken was right. He never wanted to retire. For what?
The morning after the flight, blinding white light pulled him out of a rest less sleep. He'd had murky dreams-wraiths of his own past rather than the usual accident patients and relatives waiting for The Word. His spilled-open suitcase was the only imperfection in an otherwise immaculate room, with white sheers, an overstuffed duvet, and a spa bathrobe hanging neatly tied around the middle. At the sink were French soaps and a single hydrangea blossom in a crystal vase, the doings of Juanita, who lived here year round, keeping the place sparkling and serving meals to Ken and his visitors when ever they appeared.
He was cotton-headed from the tranquilizer. He still used good old vita min V out of custom. His fear of flying had moderated, like everything else, to a trace of its former intensity. The last time he'd looked at the pilot's door with the barely controlled urge to hammer on it and beg them to land some where, anywhere, now, for god's sake, Mona had been sitting beside him and was still wifely enough to make fun of him and talk him down. That made 18 it over five years ago.
He needed an espresso. Juanita should already be up.
The den was pleasantly darker than the bedroom. It resembled a mead hall with heavy beams, primitive furniture, and a two-wall library. On these visits, Ashley always read Ken's books--an exercise in inconsequentiality since they were an assortment of Danish medical texts of the late 1800s,
Victorian poetry, The Compleat Sir Walter Raleigh, and old atlases with foldout maps, all arranged and set about in stacks and on shelves by Ken's decora tor. In the dimness it took Ashley several seconds to notice that someone was lying on the oversized leather couch. His back was turned. Boxer shorts ballooned haplessly from his jeans. A gold card, set of keys, cell phone, and a crumbled wad of pesos littered the coffee table.
Ashley tiptoed closer and leaned over the man. He was ginger-haired. The man looked familiar, but Ashley couldn't get a fix on his features. It wasn't until the Pedregal security guard arrived, phoned by Juanita, that the intruder finally roused and sat up. The young security man and Juanita conferred in Spanish. They sounded as if they were more interested in serving him coffee than arresting him.
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The man stood, tucked in his shirt, and picked up his cell phone and keys.
"Malcolm," he said, extending his hand to Ashley. Ashley noticed that his eyes were slightly out of line. He also had sliced scars on his forearms and neck. "Sorry I crashed on you here. A friend's house is nearby, and I ... I don't know." He blinked at the wall of books with a little frown. "Tang musta seen all those books and run."
The security man had stopped conferring with Juanita and came toward the intruder with a big grin. "You wit' Tang, man?"
"No, no, we were just taking a walk. She's a buddy. You a surfer?"
"You see Tang "St, breakfast ready, come, come," she said. The security man left with Malcolm Tripp, and Ashley watched through a front window as he got Tripp's autograph and invited him into his car, doubtless to take him to his lost house.
That afternoon, Ashley drove his brother's Mercedes to his favorite little beach just south of Los Cabos. It was a low-key surfing beach with a laid back restaurant and no jewelry peddlers. He ordered a Bloody Mary with two olives and tried to get into his Scandinavian police novel. He liked the frigid landscapes and bleak milieu. Mona had called him "the Swede" for a while, at first jokingly, but later less so.
The two of them had been living apart, still undivorced, for over five years.
Mona had her share of eccentricities. Third-generation Californian, she was more than three times California, having grown up rich, floated in the purple haze in her twenties, become a self-improving jock who turned into a relentless triathlete in her thirties, and, by her fifties, become a fragile, hypo chondriacal iron woman, still riding and swimming and gimping across the finish line, a few filaments of cartilage away from knee and hip replacements.
She could joke about it, but she could also call Ashley at two in the morning, SPEER MORGAN drunk, with shin splints and an overdrawn account. Until recently he would have taken her back if she had asked. Now he wouldn't. At least that much had been decided. Now they were still married only because they lacked the energy to disentangle their finances. He had bought her a modest bungalow just a block from the Atherton line, which unfortunately added two hundred thousand to its cost. He also still put money into her account monthly.
Seven years ago Ashley had been a rich doctor with a house whose value seemed to increase by the month. Now he worried he'd have to borrow money when he finally went through with the divorce. He watched the fearless teenagers surfing-boys with long hair and puka shells around their necks almost looking like they were out of the sixties, girls in micro-mini bikinis wearing such distant, benevolent looks you'd think they were perfectly caked. Wanted to learn to do a three-sixty in a week. Offered much merriment and an infusion into my dwindling bank account to come down and teach him."
A woman with artfully tousled blonde hair and radiant skin slinked up behind Malcolm and put her hands around his waist. She was wearing a white artist's shirt over a pair of black leggings. "Guess who?" "Scarlett Johansson?" "Dickwad. Scarlett's got a giant ass in waiting. Put your hand on this." She rolled around him and moved his hand to her ass and jiggled it as if to make certain that he got the true feel. "Caliente. It'd look hot in jodhpurs," he said with a smile, and she pulled away and started to leave as quickly as she'd arrived.
She turned at the door. "By the Way, you better come to me in Los Angeles or I'll be mad at you. I've got the healer man, the best-" "Thanks, thanks," he smiled and waved a hand at her.
As she left, Ashley was trying to remember her name. She was a sitcom The whole thing. I call somebody over to get me to keep him off the water and we're fighting him, and all of a sudden, I say screw it, so go, you surf Nazi, but at least pull your nose straight first. And so he does a little Band Aiding up and goes back out. And I'm gettin' in a way foul mood. But then-" he looked at Ashley as he handed him back the joint-"the air is dimmer and dimmer, the pressure's dropping-do this long enough and you get an internal barometer, and you can feel it within a couple millibars-and the wave interval's getting longer. And then the water starts dumpin', and I mean dumpin'. It turns out we had a way low and a powerful high crunching right at Ashley with a strange sadness. "But it isn't the perfect ride I'm talking about, Dr. Ash. It isn't being famous for another ten minutes. I'm saying that it comes without warning, maybe at your low point, maybe when you're beat down so far you don't even think you can do it any more, and right then it can come.
Right at the worst and you're looking at it. And you don't even know that you're about to hitch one of the biggest rogues ever seen at this place and also you don't even particularly want to do it at the moment. Bad ass is here though, and you better take it. Let yourself out there. Don't you think so, Doc?" race looking out on the ocean a hundred feet below. The sun was setting and the sailboats and fishing boats were heading by for the harbor. He was think ing about how Tang and Malcolm had acted on the drive back. Malcolm had been perfectly cheerful, while Tang was devastated. The couple of times she gave him the eye, she looked angry and betrayed. He wished he had been able to do as she wanted, send them on a miracle quest for a cure for his cancer.
But Malcolm didn't want to be lied to, and he didn't want to hear about get ting two or three more months of agony out of chemo and radiation therapy. He certainly didn't want to hear that he was unusually young for the kind of cancer he had. Ashley wouldn't want to hear that if it was his diagnosis. This was an issue on which he differed from the young doctors, who dealt out their death sentences with what they proudly called full exposure, which in fact meant camouflaging it in percentiles and medical gobbledygook. Ashley occasionally used the good old ostrich method. If a person wanted the death sentence spoken aloud, okay, but some people clearly didn't.
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The pirate ship was going by, the Mighty Mighty Bosstones bouncing off the cliff, "We leave the place thoroughly wrecked, / Travel, travel, we're starting to unravel..."
Ashley finished a glass of wine and wiped at his face as if to try to rid himself of the strange things that were happening in his head. Since sitting on the beach today, his thoughts and feelings had been curious. Something about Malcolm himself-this person he'd first seen on the plane as an early middle-aged California male idiot-had set off a peculiar train of feelings and thoughts. It wasn't due to his infatuation with Tang or having to talk to Malcolm about his illness. It was some other thing. Four hours later-after a shower and supper and an attempt to read Quentin Durward-he was in the same mood, only worse, once again standing outdoors. He recalled how he'd felt in the swimming pool, terrifically sad and happy at once. Just about the time he realized that he needed to talk again with Malcolm, his cell phone rang and he answered. Malcolm insisted, they argued more, with Tang finally telling him that if he wanted to kill himself go ahead, she was sick of worrying about him.
But then when he started to walk into the surf, she tried to stop him again, more tearfully and furiously, and with a gentle, serious expression he said something to her that Ashley didn't hear. She gave up, walking up to Ashley, who was holding a surfboard. "Look, I'm sick of playing the desperate girl. I quit. Go ahead and let him kill himself, Doctor. First you tell him not to get any medical help, then you help kill him. Just go ahead." He watched her walk up the beach. He thought about telling her the details but she didn't want to know that Malcolm didn't just have one doc THE IOWA REVIEW tor's opinion but scans, diagnoses, and blood work from four specialists.
He had a malignant brainstem glioma that was inoperable. He might live a couple of months, at best, but under increasingly unpleasant circumstances. The old careful, professional doctor wanted to say these things to her, but she didn't want to hear them.
The three of them-Malcolm, Enrique, and Ashley-ended up out in the surf. Ashley had never been on a surfboard, and Enrique helped him through the breaking waves. They paddled out about seventy-five yards, beyond the breaks. Ashley did what they did, sitting on the board. Malcolm paddled close, wiped at his face, and grinned at him. "Girls ain't comin'?" "No girls," Ashley said. "I'm afraid Tang's calling the cops on me." "Tang's stubborn, but she'll get over it. You know, she's a good woman, Doctor. A real good woman." He smiled at him. "And she's not a kid. She's thirty-nine years old, and I worry about her going into the surfin' sinkhole." "Ye he! The surfin' sinkhole!" Enrique said; as a biggish wave rolled under them. Steeper inclines tend to make them bigger. They start breaking when the water is about one and a third deeper than the wave. There's other stuff like the surge and so on, but those are the basics -" Malcolm looked away from Ashley toward the horizon and in a different tone said, "Shouldn't I be trained for this shit? Shouldn't I be good at it?" "At what?" When Malcolm didn't answer he said, "You mean at being sick?" Of late, they had mellowed, if only from the general slowing down of every thing else at his age, although he knew they could come roaring back at any time. He wanted to tell him that the presence or lack of fear wasn't logical. 
